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NOTE 


The poems gathered together here in my first English collection bring together two ongoing 
creative writing projects. The first is named Sharha main (a Persian phrase that can be rendered as 
“explication de texte”), and was begun in 2012. The project seeks to create polyphonic critical 
writing in Persian through close reading of and writing poetic commentary or marginalia to other 
literary texts. The first book published in the series is Sadeqia dar bayat-i Esfahan (Sadeqi in 
Isfahan’s Mold) (Tehran: Goman, 2016) on the short stories of the prominent modernist Iranian short 
story writer, Bahram Sadeqi. 

“Lecture on Fear” belongs to this first project, of poetic commentaries on literary texts. It is 
a metapoem which is formed gradually through a reading of William Carlos Williams short poem 
“This is Just to Say” along with its translation into Persian by the notable modernist Iranian poet 
and painter Sohrab Sepehri (1928-1980) famous for his abstract style. The reading of the 
American poet’s short poem transforms step by step into a Persian love poem and becomes more 
and more entangled in self-referentiality. 

The second project, to which the rest of the poems belong, is called the Janin cycle. 
Initiated in 2007 and now nearing completion, the Janin cycle consists of a series of mostly prose 
poems centered on the concept of janin (the Persian word for ‘fetus,’ derived from the Arabic root 
that associates ‘concealment’ and ‘genie’). These fetuses are people (historical and imaginary), 
objects, places, and ideas. Moving between the ‘poetry of ideas’ and the ‘idea of the poem,’ the 
Janin poems call on the reader to grasp poetic experience by absorbing the original idea in its 
most in-formed, fragmentary and unborn state. They resemble poetic fragments that have either 
been aborted by the flow of history, or which are yet to be fully born. 

Like fetuses, the Janin poems abound in potentialities. Formally, they resist the hardening 
of language that accompanies birth. Seeking freedom from the restrictions of verse conventions, 
the Janin poems do not usually abide by conventional line breaks. 

When I prepared these poems for publication in English, the whole project was 
transformed as the creation of a hybrid poetry, not an original and a translation, but a 
simultaneously bilingual text, a poem unable to locate its origin, neither in the Persian language in 
which they were originally written nor in the English language they were ultimately rewritten. The 
author hopes that this collection will be the first stage of this exilic metamorphosis. 
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LECTURE ON FEAR 


[-.] 

Can you ask a more decisive question? 

Why has Sohrab Sepehri the subjectivist translated this poem by William Carlos Williams 
the objectivist, a man of few metaphors? 


This Is Just to Say 


1 have eaten 
the plums 
that were in 
the icebox 
and which 
you were probably 
saving 

for breakfast 

Forgive me 
they were delicious 
so sweet 

and so cold 
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In Daftarha-yi Rowzan, vol. 2, 1968. 


Look! It seems the most unmetaphorical, most decisive, poem in the world. It’s what it is on 
the page—I ate and am gone; sorry; goodbye—finished. So direct, so clear, so placid, as 
in this poem from Sepehri which reads: 

In the evening 
a number of starlings 

flew off the circuit of the pine tree’s memory. 

The corporal grace of the tree remained; 
illumination's chastity dropped on my shoulders. 

And then you ask: “What?” “What remained?” “Corporal grace of the tree?” “What is 
illumination’s chastity, indeed?” But not this one: It is what it says, what it says is what it 
says, form and content the same, self-same. This is just to say, you’re reading, look! 
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(Let me put it explicitly in parentheses, if this is really a poem, it seems the only poem in 
the world that has no testimony to its poeticity other than its being. It proclaims I’m a poem, 
or read me like a poem. See me, read me like a poem, that is: 

I’m not what you see. I’m not what you read. I’m not saying what I’m saying. I’m another 
being. 


Read me like poetry, not like prose, not like these things 
that you see daily and vainly mass-produced 

on fridges, written by one who disappeared in the morning, to another one, who has 
remained, to remind this one of now when that one is gone. 

Those familiar ubiquitous words, these I visited, these You were out on paper notes—long 
and narrow—typically lack space. A short sentence on them becomes several lines, one 
beneath the other, like a poem, like this poem, like breaking lines, that is, the decisive 
separation of the lines and which points to the fate of eternal parallels, broken like sobs, 
separated from each other. 

[Separation] 


I’m not what you see. 
I'm not this. 


Read me like a poem. 

Read me like a love poem. 

Read me as you read a stranger, 
though I’m familiar. 

And suddenly this note becomes a lover’s note, 
becomes the usual tale of an empty place and a memory 
—and a note that says Please forgive me, finished— 
a tale of the one who was and the one who wasn’t there 
(a story aborted at its threshold 

with the grandma falling asleep on its once there was one, and there wasn’t the other, 

it’s cut 

it’s finished, 

so short, so suddenly, 

the whole story being once there was one, and there wasn’t the other, finished). 

And this note becomes the last souvenir of the one who wasn’t there 
who was fed and disappeared 
—who cut decisively— 
to the one who remained to remember 
—who remembered— 

like when a starling flies off the tree and leaves a trace, like a souvenir, like an 
inextinguishable memory that persists on the remaining branch just because it’s rooted. The 
starling’s only task is to fly off and forget the pine trees. 








Now you tell me: 

Can a forgive me note be thrown away? 

Can you let memory be gone with the wind? 

So, keep it. 

Keep in your memory 

the one who went and let you go on the wind, 

the one who taught you 

—memorize it— 

that their empty place 

lacks something that was delicious, 

that was so sweet and so cold, 

and yet this is the beginning of the story: 

When stories are branded all since they are born 

with once there was one, and there wasn’t the other on their brows, 

it means that all stories begin from the sad hungry heart, 

from absence and thirst, 

from the other names of pining. 

And yet this is the end of the story: 

that one was fed and is gone, 

you, left hungry with an empty cold place. 


[Blank space] 


Look! 

All this is Just to say 

Just to say what I won’t say, 

A testimony on what is not there, 
whose place is empty, 
whose empty place is as absolute as Just 
and as decisive as Just. 

First, it was as absolute, direct and explicit 

as a decisive unmetaphorical bitter and fiery public confession that / became fed and am 
gone — 

and suddenly it asks for mercy—saying Forgive me — 


Forgive me. 

Suddenly it softens, 
it softens with shame, 
begins to stammer, to sob 
in the dark of this room which is 









Can you remember? 

At first, it was so decisive and direct (it said what it said) 
clearly and without stuttering 
until it said softly: 

I’m not what you see. I’m not this. Read me like poetry. Read me like a love poem. Read me 
like a stranger though I’m familiar. 

And it became a love poem 
—it was not self-same anymore— 

—stranger to itself— 

—stranger for all— 

—silent, mysterious and veiled— 
full of 

[wounds] 

Wound is the empty place of an absent one. It’s both going and not going. It goes without 
going, leaving something in memory; wound is memory, wound is this memo: can you say 
it’s not a poem, with all this figurative language, these verbal mirages, these winds of 
memory? Remember that metaphor is a mirage, is double vision, a blur of words; mirage 
is being of a thing when it’s not, that is, to be but not to be. Mirage is the memory of 
water, shivering on soil, on the empty place of water, where there was a pine tree. This 
separation, this empty place, this wound, is a “no more” for the one who takes lessons from 
this poem and this memo, which is not what it says, one was not what one said, the one who 
is afraid of doing wrong again, and again. 











You are the fear of the first lesson at school. 

All days with you pass in fear of the first day without you. 
Damn you, 

the fear of your being and not being! 

The fear of the first day of your being there no more 
which is the red holiday 
in the calendar of the end of times. 

Eternal holiday! 


POEMS FROM JANIN (FETUS) CYCLE 
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Shah’s Mosque 


The Shah’s Mosque got tired 
of taking photos with everyone. 

I don’t want to be a photo anymore. 

I want to be myself, he said. 

I want to get up and 
travel to faraway lands. 

I’ve had enough fake smiles and captivity 
in that one-eyed black whirlpool! 

Ever since a little girl with a crooked smile 
wrapped her hand around the mosque’s neck 
and said: Cheese! He refused to pose 
for photos with anyone. 
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The Fetus of the Dream 


Dream fetuses. 

And in the fetus dream, 

like a growing amplified silence— 

like ivy around nothing: 

I dreamed last night. 

I dreamed of wet ivy— 

wet like water 

and rapidly growing— 

water that smells like old wine 

in the deepest treasure beneath the earth, 

where the spider danced the figure of its intelligence in the air. 

I don’t know if I’m drunk or crazy. 

In my head, he calls perpetually: 

“Oh no, son! 

We haven’t reached the garden. 

We sank in shit.” 

My wounded soul talks like this. 

You don't know what my unwounded soul would say. 

This soul rises on the farthest bank of the sky 
in the early evening. 

Now that I write this, 
it is sunset. 

On the white expanse of the page 
the lines dissolve in grey. 

On the flying shadow of my hand 
the sun descends. 

I will dream— 

dream of wet ivy everywhere. 
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The Fetus of the Text 


Breathing on the window 

between a frozen without and a hot within. 

The glass does not permit light to pass with this breath 
It colors with this breath. 

Have you seen white days? The sun no longer gives light. It splashes white. 
Just as white, 

the window turns into a page for writing a name 
for writing with fingertips on this fire within. 

You have written something between without and within. 

On the unseen glass a name is seen. 

You have written something that can be read from without and within. 
From without it reads backwards. 

What happens when reading a text written on breath? 

Little by little, breaths go away and take your text. 

Ambiguity goes away and the text is lost in lucidity. 














(jiui jj ifclia. 


J Ja. (jju 

-Joiui jJ- 

J J tiyj' tjUcjjLil jl 
9 ^Jj. 


The Fetus of the Question 


What is more heavenly— 
and more imprisoned by white— 
than the intimations of blue— 
that briefly shine in your eye? 
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The Fetus of the Eye 


They run on the lines, 

these excessively beautiful eyes, 

these eyes are yours alone. 

They run, like blood coursing through veins 
on the lines, on these twisting recurring lines. 

From afar, from afar I will fall in love with your deranged eyes. 

I will flow into you when from afar 
a river smokes in the eyes. 

Then I will be your moist eyes, dropping onto my scratched paper body. 

Drop—like the broken body of the rain on these lines 
Fall—on my palms until fate 
Cloud—into dried veins like smoke 

Clouds smoke, clouds smoke in front of the eyes here comes the name of the name 
here comes the most sacred name 
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The Fetus of the Ghost 


O ghost, recurring 
in a long white dress. 

In my daydreams, in my open eyes— 
open 

like the wound of the eyes— 
open 

like when the eye puckers in the sharp sour light— 

O pure illuminated ghost 
O secret of my reveries 

O memory, hovering over the abyss of time’s tick-tock, 

the candle flame dances to 
the trace of your flight. 

So do lines run over paper. 

So does blood course through veins. 


And always the 

hovering 

like the paper’s 

White 

recurring 

formless. 


same long white recurring, formless dress, 
body. 
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From The Commentary on the Fetus of Secrets 
Opening Prayer, Delivered by the Poet to His Majesty 

Seated in your palace at the heart of the desert, a rider brought dust to your eyes, my 
Lord. 

The dust was I. 

Lying on the shoulders of grass in the slow procession of dull clouds, a raindrop fell on 
your brow, my Lord. 

The first was I. 

It was I, my Lord, 

the whole of you was I 

and nothing proves your death to me. 

When I was washing the water with your dear body 
I saw, my Lord— 
only I saw 

that your name was inscribed on the body of water 

in royal script and musky scent— 

and your name 

was I, my Lord, 

was only I. 






















Ode to His Majesty' 


It was afternoon and the king was asleep somewhere in the corner of the letter ^, the first 
letter of the garden. He was dreaming of his own name and what he saw in his dream 
was nothing but dazzling light burning in hot tulip lamps. 

It was evening and the king was walking on the path of <—•!*, the second letter in the 
garden, walking towards dusk and the snake was slithering into the heart and the bed 
was sick with milk and blood. 

It was night and the king was the black sun burning on the dot of £, the third letter of the 
garden. He was awakened, when all of a sudden he spied the rebellious snake while the 
crows cawed brazenly until morning, when the king disappeared, leaving only the 
whiteness of the bed. 


1 This poem is structured around the three letters in the Persian word for garden [£W]. When given 
separately these letters appear as: V , ‘ and £. 
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The Fetus of the Dice: A Fragment 


Then K stood up and greeted all the letters and said: “I take my brethren’s oath to keep 
the tale they hear from me only in their own hearts since the tale corrupts the hearts if it is 
heard from anyone other than I and it is an obvious betrayal. Then he started: “I reached 
the land of darkness. I saw a fetus who sat in a fine purple robe on a seat of blood and 
played backgammon against Satan who had no face. The Angel of Death had spread his 
wings over the board. I saw, in the Angel’s bored eyes, the fetus who was distressed, 
making his last bet on his life, gripping in his shaking hands the dice which was shedding 
blood from all its eyes. The fetus would not win but with double sevens and I saw the 
opponent who would roll his indifferent dice, in his turn, to take out his last horseman 
victoriously and would give the fetus over, on the threshold, to the Angel of Death. Now 
Satan said: “Disappointment is sin. It occurs to me that in distant years a fetus rolled 
double sevens and won. He then departed to the land of darkness and nothing remained 
of him but a tale.” The game was suspended and he departed to the land of darkness 
and saw and returned and sat down and took up and rolled and let fall and dance and 
roll and land on double sevens. When I looked up, I saw Satan gripping the dice in his 
hands firmly and said: “May the hand of fate never ever shake!” and I saw the Angel of 
Death drawing the curtain before the fetus who, having abandoned his purple robe, 
passed the threshold. Now seven was flying at the highest point of the dice in the form of 
a victorious falcon. 
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